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Introduction 


As exemplified in this bibliographical essay that includes about 2000 references, prehispanic ball courts and ballgames 
in Mesoamerica have been the focus of numerous studies, while the discovery of ball courts and related artifacts is 
continuous. In the last few weeks before completing this essay, a new panel depicting the most important ballgame has 
been discovered at the Maya site of Quirigua (Guatemala), while the third ball court in the Tenochtitlan sacred precinct 
has been identified under the National Palace in Mexico. Those are only two of the most recent additions to a long list 
of bibliographical references, on a very controversial theme that characterizes Mesoamerica and other related areas. 
Unfortunately, most studies, including mine, rely on incomplete data, due to the difficult recovering of related 
literature. Hence, this bibliographical essay, in which I tried to gather most pertinent references in order to facilitate 
further research. Obviously, this is an utterly difficult task, since it corresponds to a never-ending research, which 
covers, at the same time, many different aspects. 

The Yugos-hachas-palmas complex is frequently linked with the ulama ballgame, whereas numerous discoveries 
occurred in other contexts, such as funerary offerings. Besides, numerous items have been located in public and even 
private collections. It would be impossible to cover every reference on this complex. We hope that the included 
references (Roose or Scott for instance) will allow interested readers to follow their own purposes. 

Ball courts in the American Southwest have been the focus of so numerous researches and reports that it proves almost 
impossible to register every publication. Luckily, Wilcox provided an almost exhaustive, albeit old, study. Referring to 
his publications, we can provide here the basic data that allows interested people to get access to this topic. 

Worse, a lot of newly identified ball courts may not be registered in this essay. For instance, in the Maya Highlands, 
recent researches disclosed many previously unknown courts, as documented in such publications as the Atlas 
Arqueológico de Guatemala or in the Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala series. Others have 
only been registered in unpublished reports, which are deposited in the INAH or the IDAEH archives, for instance. In 
spite of constant efforts, it proved difficult to keep an exact account. We can only pray that the most essential data did 
not escape our attention, and ask for indulgence on the part of investigators whose publications are not included here. 
Any mistake or missing data is our responsability only. 


iii 


iv 


List of abreviations 


BAR: British Archaeological Report 

CEDLA: Centro de Estudios para el Desarrollo Laboral y Agrario 
CEMCA: Centre d’Etudes Mexicaines et Centre-Américaines 

CIESAS: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social 
CIRMA: Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamerica 

CNRS: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique 

CONACULTA: Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y los Artes 

DEA: Diplôme d’Etudes Approfondies 

ECAUDY: Escuela de Ciencias Antropológicas de la Universidad de Yucatan 
EHESS: Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales 

ENAH: Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia 

FAMSI: Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies, Inc 
FLAAR: Foundation for Latin American Archaeological Research 
HMAI: Handbook of Middle American Indians 

IAH: Instituto de Antropología e Historia 

ICA: International Congress of Americanists 

IDAEH: Instituto de Antropología e Historia 

IIA: Instituto de Investigaciones Antropológicas 

TIE: Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas 

ITH: Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas 

INAH: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia 

INBA: Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes 

MAEFM: Mission Archéologique et Ethnologique Française au Mexique 
MARI: Middle American Research Institute 

MIT: Massachussetts Institute of Technology 

NWAF: New World Archaeological Foundation 

ORSTOM: Institut de Recherche pour le Développement (IRD) 

PARI: Precolumbian Art Research Institute 

PNPP: Piedras Negras Preliminary Papers 

PUM: Presses Universitaires du Mirail 

RCP: Recherche Coopérative sur Programme 

RMEA: Revista Mexicana de Estudios Antropológicos 

SEP: Secretaría de Educación Pública 

SMA: Sociedad Mexicana de Antropología 

UCLA: University of California Los Angeles 

U de G: Universidad de Guadalajara 

UNAM: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 


vi 


Section 1: A never-ending quest: web sites 


As mentioned above, the quest for data and 
bibliographical information upon prehispanic ballgames 
and ball courts is a never-ending task. While, many years 
ago, it proved relatively easy to cover the existing 
literature, it is nowadays completely utopic. Beside the 
growing amount of scientific researches, sometimes 
referred to in specialized Internet sites and blogs, 
prehispanic ballgames became the focus of an ever- 
http://cultura-inah.gob.mx 
antiguaymedieval.blogspot.com 

mexiqueancien. blogspot.com 
http://www.archaeologydaily.com 
ancient-mesoamerica-news-updates.blogspot.com 
http://web.mac.com/michaelruggeri 

www.mesoweb.com 
http://www.historiayarqueologia.com 
http://www.famsi.org/ 

Avila Belloso, Ivan 


2001 
Day, Jane Stevenson 


growing interest. « Ulama », « prehispanic ball courts », 
«juego de pelota » are only a few instances of entries 
that give access in Internet to hundreds of forums, blogs, 
travel accounts, each of which may include a photo, a 
reference, a site that increases our data bank. 

It would be completely impossible here to list every site. 
Let us simply mention the most important ones, as well 
as some specialized sites we consider the most relevant. 


El Tlachtli. Parte II. URL disponible en: http://www.record-international.com 


Sf. Maya Games. Web. «http://stonecenter.tulane.edu.php5-4.dfw1- 


1.websitetestlink.com/uploads/MayaGames.pdf> 


Fox, John Gerard 
2006 Playing Ulama, You Lose, You Die. 


http://www.calstatela.edu/faculty/maguila2/Publications/a08_smithsonian.pdf 


Juego de pelota 


s.f. www.webdemexico.com.mx/arte/deportes/pelota.html 


Penick, Tom 


2005 
Schwarz, Jeremy 
2008 Indigenous groups keep ancient sports 


alive in 


Pelota Mixteca : Modern version of a traditional game. http://www.tomzap.com/mixtecball.html 


Mexico. Austin  American-Statesman. 


http://www.statesman.com/news/content/news/stories/world/12/19/1219mexoldsports.html. 


The sport of life and death. 
2001 

www.ballgame.org/ 
Ulama 


The sport of life and death. The Mesoamerican Ballgame. An educational web site 


s.f. Ulama en el Museo Nacional de Antropología, www.cuartoscuro.com 


Section 2: European roots? 


The first studies of the prehispanic ballgame stressed 
quite naturally its native roots and its originality. While 
no doubt remains as to the prehispanic origin of Ulama, 
the situation grew slowly more controversial. Nobody 
denies that the discovery of rubber contributed largely to 
the evolution of former European games. But recent 
studies upon medieval games such as pelota vasca, jeu de 
paume, joc de pilota, parkspeel or soúle slowly modified 
our conceptions. Besides, the existence of teams in 


Berger, Martin 

2010 El juego de pelota mixteca: Tradición, cambio 
y continuidad cultural. /tinerarios, vol. 12: 
157-176. Instituto de Estudios Ibéricos e 
Iberoamericanos de la Universidad de 
Varsovia. 

Berriojalbiz, Fernando 


in pr. De la pelota vasca al rebote mexicano: una 
historia olvidada. 

Blazy, Abbé E. 

1929 La pelote Basque (pp.186-199). Lib. Pialloux. 
Bayonne. 

Bondt, Cees de 

1997 Geschiedenis van het kaatsen in de 
Nederlanden. Jn Kaatsen: lange traditie, 
levende sport, Pieter Breuker coord. 


Leeuwarden/Ljouwert, Friese Pers Boekerij. 
Bradekamp, Horst 


1995 Le Football Florentin. Les jeux et le pouvoir à 
la Renaissance. Diderot ed. Arts et Sciences, 
Paris. 

Breuker, Pieter 

1997 Kaatsen: lange traditie, levende sport. Friese 
Pers Boekerij, Leeuwarden /Ljouwert. 

1997 Het spel van Nederlanders over de grenzen. In 


Kaatsen: lange traditie, levende sport, P. 
Breuker coord. Leeuwarden/Ljouwert, Friese 
Pers Boekerij. 

Collins, Tony 


2005 Encyclopedia Of Traditional British Rural 
Sports. Routledge. 

Crawley, A.E. 

1914 Pallone, Pelota and Paume. The Field 123, 


suppl. XVIII. London. 
Fontbona, Marc 


2008 Historia del juego en España. De la Hispania 
romana a nuestros dias. Flor de Viento 
Ediciones, Barcelona. 

2009 La Hispania lúdica, Historia de Iberia Vieja, 


Revista de Historia de España. Dispaña, n° 47: 
88-93. Madrid. 

García, Gabriel y Frederic Llopis 

1991 Vocabulari del joc de pilota. 
Valenciana. Valencia. 

Gillmeister, Heiner 

1987 Os metodos de investigacao e o desporto 
medieval. Resultados recentes e perspectivas. 
In Desporto e Sociedade. Antologia de Textos 


Generalitat 


European sports is still under discussion. Did the 
prehispanic games influence strongly former medieval 
games? On the contrary, did Spaniards introduce in 
Mesoamerica European ballgames, thus giving birth to 
new traditions? Whatever the case, it is necessary to 
include at least the main references to European games 
previous to the discovery of America in order to 
understand possible mutual influences. 


39. Lisboa. 

1988 La dissémination géographique des jeux 
traditionnels. L'unité et la diversité des jeux 
traditionnels en Europe. In Séminaire sur les 
jeux traditionnels. Comité pour le 
Développement du sport. Villa Réal. 

1997 Tennis: A Cultural History. Leicester 


University Press, London. 

Gonzalez Abriketa, Olatz 

2006 Fundacion Cultural en el deporte: el caso de la 
pelota vasca. Revista Pueblos y Fronteras 
Digital, n°002. UNAM, México. 

Henderson, Robert W. 

1947 Ball, Bat and Bishop: the Origins of Ball 
games. Rockport Press, New York. 

Massingham, Harold J. 

1929 Origins of ball Games. In The Heritage of 
Man, pp. 208-227. London. 

Mehl, Jean-Michel 

1990 Le jeu et les pouvoirs: la répression. /n Les 
jeux au royaume de France du XIIIe au début 
du XVIe siècle. Fayard, Paris. 

Pociello, Christian 

1987 Quelques indications sur les déterminants 
historiques de la naissance des sports en 
Angleterre (1780-1860). Sports et société, 
approche socio-culturelle des pratiques, pp. 
32-56. Vigot, Paris. 

Roetert, Jacobus 

1915 Dat kaetsspel ghemoraliseert [uitgebreid met 
een inleiding door Jacobus Anthony Roetert 
Frederikse] [El juego de kaetsen y su moral 
(ampliado con una introducción de Jacobus 
Anthony Roetert Frederikse)]. Leiden, Sijthoff. 

Signy, Dennis 

1969 À Pictorial History of Soccer. London. 

Stemmler, Theo 

1988 Vom Jeu de Paume zum Tennis: Eine 
Kurzgeschichte des Tennisspiels. Insel Verlag, 
Frankfurt. 

Vigarello, George 

2002 Du jeu ancien au show sportif. La naissance 
d'un mythe. Seuil, Paris. 

Wahl, Alfred 

1997 Historia del futbol: del juego al deporte. 
Ediciones B, Biblióteca de Bolsillo, Claves, 
Barcelona, México. 


Section 3: Witnesses and Chroniclers 


Even if, as we may surmise, early chroniclers (or at least 
some of them) were aware of European ballgames, there 
can be no doubt, given their interest in Ulama, that the 
most famous prehispanic ballgame was a true discovery. 
The amounts of more or less precise descriptions is really 
astounding, and let us remind that ballplayers were sent 
by Cortes to perform at Charles V’s court, a reliable 
indication of the game originality. Of course, every 
Chronicler used, in his descriptions, European terms such 
as trinquete, to describe the courts, which contributes to 
the difficulty we meet in understanding the origins of 


Acuña, René 

1982 Nuevos Problemas del Popol Vuh. Anales de 
Antropología II, Etnología y Linguistica, vol. 
XIX: 241-250. UNAM, México. 

Alegre, Padre Francisco Javier 

1841 Historia de la Compañía de Jesús en Nueva 
España. Vol.1 liv. 4. México. 

Alvarado, Francisco de 
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Facsimilar. INAH, México. 

Angleria, Pedro Mártir de 
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UNAM-INAH. México. 

Balutet, Nicolas 


Edición 


1999 Etude d’un document ethnographique: Le 
Popol Vuh et le jeu de balle dans l’aire maya. 
Cahiers Ethnologiques. Histoires et Cultures, 
n°21, pp. 15-28. 

2002 Semillas para un himno. El simbolismo del 


juego de pelota en el área maya. Exégesis. 
Revista de la Universidad de Puerto Rico en 
Humacao, n°43: 37-43, 

Carli, Gian Rinaldo 

1788 Lettres Américaines, vol. 1, lettre XXVIL pp. 
470 sqq. Boston. 

Cervantes Salazar, Francisco 

1914 Crónica de la Nueva España. The Hispanic 
Society of America, Madrid 

Chavero, Alfredo 

1887 Historia Antigua de la Conquista. /n México a 
Través de los Siglos, vol 1: p.791. Barcelona. 

Clavijero, Francisco Javier 

1964 Historia Antigua de México. Editorial Porrúa, 
México. 

Cline, Howard F. 

1969 Hernando Cortés and the Aztec Indians in 
Spain. The Quarterly Journal of the Library of 
Congress, vol. 26 (2): 70-90. Washington. 
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1970 The Chronicles of Michoacan. University of 
Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

De la Garza, Mercedes 

2000 El juego de pelota según las fuentes escritas. 
Arqueología Mexicana, Vol. VII (44): 50-53. 
Editorial Raíces INAH, México. 


many features. The situation is still more confused by the 
use of Caribbean words such as batey, in the description 
of some survivals, in northern Mexico for instance. 

Only a systematic study of every available text as well as 
dictionaries, drawings and pictographic document will 
allow us, in conjunction with the analysis of medieval 
games, to correctly assert what contemporary sports owe 
to Mesoamerica, as well as the importance of European 
influences in the development of new traditions among 
mesoamerican civilizations. 
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Section 4: The discovery of rubber 


Rubber did obviously attract the Spaniards attention more 
the game itself. Even 1f European games proved more 
elaborate than formerly thought, balls were rather coarse, 
and mostly made of leather and hair, hence their very 
name pelota. They did not bounce as did prehispanic 
balls, and most authors coincide upon the qualities of 
rubber. Even after the game prohibition, the Spaniards” 
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Section 10 : Outlying areas 
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